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Cabinet  

 

ZERO CARBON COUNCIL PENSIONS & INVESTMENTS 

Report of the Director of Public Health on behalf of the Climate Emergency 
Committee 

1. Purpose of Report  

1.1 To inform members of the current fossil fuel implications in terms of Council 
pensions and investments 

1.2 To consider how these could be brought in line with net zero goals 

2. Need for a decision 

2.1 This issue has been submitted to the Cabinet for a decision following discussion 
at the Calderdale Climate Emergency Committee.  

3. Recommendation 

3.1 That Cabinet recommend to Council that it: 

3.1.1 Formally endorse / adopt a position statement on pensions investment 
and that 

3.1.2 The Leader and Chief Executive of the Council to jointly write to the 
Chief Operating Officer of West Yorkshire Pension fund to request that  
West Yorkshire Pension Fund disinvest of their fossil fuels investment in 
three years, and to invest instead in alternatives (such as green energy) 
that are expected to offer returns over the long term. This is in line with 
one of the Cities Race to Net Zero pledges 

3.2 That Council adopt two other investment related pledges as part of the Cities 
Race to Net Zero project: 

3.2.1 Advocate for fossil-free and sustainable finance by other investors and 
all levels of government, including by promoting the importance of 
strong, long-term climate policies and demanding greater transparency. 

3.2.2 Take all possible steps to divest Council assets from fossil fuel 
companies and increase our financial investments in climate solutions 
to help promote decent jobs and a just and green economy. 
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4. Background and/or details 

4.1 West Yorkshire Pensions Fund (WYPF) is a Local Government Pension 
Scheme (LGPS). It is a legally separate entity to local Councils and a statutory 
Scheme with rules issued by Parliament. 

4.1.1 There are a number of employers who collectively use WYPF, including 
other West Yorkshire local Councils, Borough and Town Councils, 
Housing Associations and individual Schools. 

4.1.2 WYPF’s administrators also manage Lincolnshire Pension Fund, 
London Borough of Hounslow Pension Fund and Barnet London 
Borough Council pensions. 

4.1.3 WYPF has a wide portfolio of investments, including investments in 
fossil fuel and tobacco companies.  

4.1.4 Cllr Tim Swift is taking up the position of Chair of the Green Economy 
Panel in 2021. As part of this role the wider need to transition the whole 
West Yorkshire economy away from fossil fuel will be discussed and 
collective action by West Yorkshire’s Local Authorities will be enabled.  

4.1.5 Since 2015, local environmental campaigners under the banner of 
“Fossil Free West Yorkshire Pension Fund" (FFWYPF) have been 
calling on WYPF to divest from their fossil fuel holdings. Campaigners 
calculate that WYPF has £933 million invested in fossil fuel companies1, 
and considerable exposure to companies involved in the global fracking 
industry2.  

4.1.6 The central argument behind divestment lobbying is that “there are 
already five times more fossil fuel reserves than can be burnt if 
internationally agreed carbon emissions targets are to be met. Up to 
80% of known fossil fuel reserves need to stay in the ground to prevent 
catastrophic temperature rises”3. The campaign group argues “it does 
not make good financial or ethical sense for our pension fund to be 
investing in companies which are trying to extract even more 
unburnable oil, coal and gas.”3 

4.1.7 WYPF has stated that "The Fund does not believe that divesting from 
companies or excluding specific industrial sectors will encourage those 
companies or industries to act in a responsible manner. The Fund 
instead works with companies in which it holds shares in order to 
promote improved sustainability, more effective planning for a lower 
carbon environment, and more detailed environmental reporting."4 
WYPF’s primary obligation is to meet current and future member benefit 
requirements. 

4.1.8 Mark Carney, the former Governor of the Bank of England, has 
previously stated that companies and financial institutions must justify 
their continued investment in fossil fuels, warning that assets in the 
sector could end up "worthless"5.  

1. Councils Fuelling the Fire – a new report on the local government pension scheme and fossil fuels Microsoft Word - Councils - Fuelling the Fire (Online 1.3).docx 
(gofossilfree.org) 

2. Divest Fracking – how UK Councils are banking on dirty gas – September 2018 report by Friends of the Earth 03_09_18_FINAL-VERSION-divest-fracking-report-.pdf 
(gofossilfree.org) 

3. About Fossil Free West Yorkshire Pension Fund - https://fossilfreewypf.wordpress.com/about-2/ 
4. West Yorkshire Pension Fund statement on Climate Change - https://www.wypf.org.uk/investments/wypf-investments/wypf-investment-news/climate-change/ 
5. Guardian article from December 2019 https://www.theguardian.com/business/2019/dec/30/firms-must-justify-investment-in-fossil-fuels-warns-mark-carney 

https://gofossilfree.org/uk/wp-content/uploads/sites/3/2017/11/Councils-Fuelling-the-Fire-Online-1.3.pdf
https://gofossilfree.org/uk/wp-content/uploads/sites/3/2017/11/Councils-Fuelling-the-Fire-Online-1.3.pdf
https://gofossilfree.org/uk/wp-content/uploads/sites/3/2018/09/03_09_18_FINAL-VERSION-divest-fracking-report-.pdf
https://gofossilfree.org/uk/wp-content/uploads/sites/3/2018/09/03_09_18_FINAL-VERSION-divest-fracking-report-.pdf
https://fossilfreewypf.wordpress.com/about-2/
https://www.wypf.org.uk/investments/wypf-investments/wypf-investment-news/climate-change/
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4.1.9 It is unclear what alternative investments WYPF might make in place of 
fossil fuels, or what returns alternative investments might deliver for 
members. Fossil fuel investments were circa 6.7% of WYPF’s 
investment portfolio in 20171. 

4.1.10 For clarity, resolutions around fossil fuel do not apply to wood fuel. 
Burning wood fuel does release carbon dioxide to the atmosphere. 
However, as trees absorb carbon as they grow, wood fuel is 
categorised as low carbon. There are residual carbon emissions in 
forestry management, timber harvesting, transportation, wood 
preparation and packaging. The most beneficial option for forests from 
a carbon perspective is to leave trees intact as a carbon store.  

4.2 Council Investments 

4.2.1 Calderdale Council currently has no investments into fossil fuel.  In view 
of current budget constraints, it is unlikely that commercial investments 
will be made in the foreseeable future.  A Council Investment group 
considers our investments with the Council’s key strategic priorities in 
mind. 

4.3 Pledges 

4.3.1 Calderdale Council has recently signed up to be part of the Cities Race 
to Zero campaign (https://www.c40knowledgehub.org/s/cities-race-to-
zero). This campaign aims to "mobilize an unprecedented coalition of 
cities committed to setting science-based targets and start 
implementing inclusive and resilient climate action ahead of and beyond 
the COP26 in Glasgow". 

4.3.2 The Cities Race to Zero asks participating organisations to make 
pledges in eight themed areas –   

i. Create a more inclusive society 

ii. Create green and healthy streets  

iii. Reduce air pollution and ensure clean air  

iv. Develop zero carbon buildings  

v. Move towards resilient and sustainable energy systems  

vi. Advance towards zero waste  

vii. Create sustainable food systems  

viii. Divest from fossil fuels and invest in a sustainable future 

 

1 Councils Fuelling the Fire – a new report on the local government pension scheme and fossil fuels Microsoft Word - Councils - 
Fuelling the Fire (Online 1.3).docx (gofossilfree.org) 

 

https://gofossilfree.org/uk/wp-content/uploads/sites/3/2017/11/Councils-Fuelling-the-Fire-Online-1.3.pdf
https://gofossilfree.org/uk/wp-content/uploads/sites/3/2017/11/Councils-Fuelling-the-Fire-Online-1.3.pdf
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4.3.3 Each theme has a series of underlying pledges. Those relating to 
investment and sustainability are: 

1. Advocate for fossil-free and sustainable finance by other investors and 
all levels of government, including by promoting the importance of 
strong, long-term climate policies and demanding greater 
transparency. 

2. Call on our pension funds to divest from fossil fuel companies and 
increase financial investments in climate solutions to help promote 
decent jobs and a just and green economy. 

3. Take all possible steps to divest assets from fossil fuel companies and 
increase our financial investments in climate solutions to help promote 
decent jobs and a just and green economy. 

4.3.4 Leeds City Region’s Climate Change Committee has recently taken the 
following position: 

4.3.5 “Following the declaration of a Climate Emergency, the Council 
recognises the moral and financial risk of investing in fossil fuel 
companies and calls for the West Yorkshire Pension Fund to disinvest 
from fossil fuels in a planned way over a relatively short period of time 
(not more than three years), and to invest this money instead in 
alternatives (such as green energy) that are expected to deliver 
substantial returns over the long term.” 
 

 

5. Options considered 

5.1 The following options are available in terms of action on pension investments in 
fossil fuel.  

Option Rationale Comment 

Trust in WYPF’s 
ability to influence 
and lobby fossil 
fuel companies to 
transition to clean 
energy. 

The Climate 
Emergency is 
putting pressure 
on fossil fuel 
executives. 
Exploration and 
investment in 
alternative energy 
underway. 

Climate damage has been apparent and 
understood since the 1980s. Extraction of fossil 
fuel and exploration of future accessible oil and 
gas fields remains a priority activity for fossil fuel 
companies who are motivated by financial 
returns.  Industry regulation is slow and the 
international nature of oil and gas assets make 
legislative control complex to enact. Calderdale 
Council’s goal of becoming carbon neutral by 
2038 with significant progress by 2030 is 
undermined by fossil fuel extraction and 
commerce anywhere. 
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Advocate for 
WYPF to divest its 
fossil fuel holdings. 

These are a 
relatively small 
portion of WYPF’s 
portfolio (circa 
6.7%). 

As one of WYPF’s customers, the Council’s 
views will influence the decisions taken around 
investment. WYPF remain in control of 
investment decisions – this issue may require 
ongoing discussion. 

Change pensions 
providers away 
from WYPF to a 
fossil free pension 
provider. 

This will quickly 
ensure staff 
pensions are clean 
of fossil fuels as 
soon as possible. 

Transferring pensions to a new provider would 
be a very complex process requiring extensive 
legal and administrative work and the 
implications for pension fund members are not 
known. Choosing this option when the Council 
has not formally called on WYPF to divest and 
asked for their response seems premature. 

 
The Climate Emergency Committee in consultation with Officers recommends 
passing a formal resolution to ask WYPF to divest. The Council should commit to an 
ongoing dialogue to impress on WYPF (as with all of our partners) the importance of 
the Climate Emergency and the need for urgent climate action in the 2030s (as 
proposed at 3.2.1). 

5.2 There are no direct fossil fuel investments by CMBC, and it is unlikely that the 
Council will make any significant investments in the foreseeable future.  

For the purposes of considering the impact of investment policy proposals 3.2.2 
on future decisions, the table below assumes that in some point in the future the 
Council may be more able to make investments and may choose to do so. 

Option Rationale Comment 

Invest in any 
scheme which 
offers good 
returns. 

If fossil fuel schemes 
offer a good return, the 
Council could take 
profits and invest these 
in clean energy or local 
net zero projects. 

Returns from fossil fuel schemes are 
declining – pandemic related market 
instability in 2021 led to significant fossil fuel 
losses. Future profitability depends on 
climate inaction, which seems unlikely. It is 
also highly unlikely that investment profits 
would offset the hidden costs of climate 
damage locally or globally. The Government 
has recently changed the regulations around 
local authority borrowing such that councils 
can no longer borrow from PWLB for 
commercial yield. 

Avoid investing 
directly in fossil 
fuels. 

There are no fossil fuel 
schemes within 
Calderdale. There are 
many other schemes 
which can offer safety 
and investment returns 
(e.g. building, business 
investment). 

It is likely that any future Council 
investments would be chosen to deliver 
against all three of the Council’s strategic 
priorities – tackling the climate emergency, 
reducing inequality and sustainable towns. 
In this context, it would make sense for the 
Council to invest within the Borough where 
possible, or where opportunities elsewhere 
offered strong benefits (e.g. third party solar; 
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which CMBC could utilise power from to fuel 
our assets) subject to the same constraints 
on borrowing for commercial yield. 

Avoid any 
investment which 
has associated 
fossil fuel 
infrastructure / 
use. 

This statement, whilst 
appealing in its 
simplicity, is 
deceptively complex. 
Every building with a 
gas boiler is connected 
to fossil fuel 
infrastructure and 
relies on fossil fuel 
use. 

Until fossil fuel infrastructure is removed 
from Calderdale, the Borough will not be a 
clean, net zero place. Rather than sell every 
asset connected with fossil fuel in any way, 
the Council should seek to invest in making 
its assets clean – funding technology shifts 
and supporting the low carbon transition 
locally. There may be investment 
opportunities in loaning money for other 
building and assets to go clean – this could 
be explored as a positive opportunity subject 
to available resources. 

 

It is recommended that the Council take the central path of avoiding direct 
investments in fossil fuel companies, in line with Race to Net Zero pledge. 
 

6. Financial implications 

6.1 The West Yorkshire Pension Fund relies on investment income in addition to 
employer contributions from each council to fund existing and future pension 
liabilities. If disinvestment in fossil fuels and replacing this with investment in 
alternatives such as green energy resulted in reductions in investment income 
then this could result in increased pension contributions being required from the 
councils in order to maintain defined pension benefits for pensioners. The 
financial impact of the requested change in investment policy is not known and 
would need to be understood prior to implementation and budgeted for by the 
Council. 
 

7. Legal Implications 

7.1  There may be limited legal implications in dealing with the disinvestment 
recommended in this report but that would be dealt with in conjunction with 
WYPF. 
 

8. Human Resources and Organisation Development Implications 

8.1 The council needs to be clear on the financial impact of disinvestment of the 
scheme  

8.2 Staff as members of the scheme may need to be consulted on the possible 
impact on the pension scheme if there is disinvestment by the scheme 

8.3 Trade Union consultation will be required if there are implications to staff 
pensions. 
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9. Consultation 

9.1 Consultation has taken place with Cllr Jenny Lynn, member of the WYPF 
Advisory Panel. 

9.2 The Cabinet Climate Emergency Committee discussed this item at length on 3rd 
March. This was a meeting and public and attended by community 
representatives as well as cross-party Councillors. 

9.3 Council staff members of the internal Green Champions network suggested 
divestment during consolation sessions which supported design of the Climate 
Friendly Employer Policy, which includes pension divestment as a future 
project. There has been no wider polling of staff views to date. 
 

10. Environment, Health and Economic Implications 

10.1 The Council’s target of achieving net zero by 2038 (with significant progress by 
2030) depends on reduction and removal of fossil fuel from Council operations 
and the wider Borough.  

10.2 In this context, to view fossil fuel extraction and consumption as an activity 
which will continue to be a profitable is antagonistic. Many other councils and 
anchor organisations are pledging in line with Calderdale targets- some are 
more and some less ambitious in terms of date, but the UK as a whole has 
committed to net zero as a legally binding target by 2050.  

10.3 Fossil fuels may remain economically productive in the short term, but the 
environmental damage and health damage caused by emissions is incalculable. 
Analysists have shown that there is more carbon in oil and gas reserves than 
can be released into the planet’s atmosphere safely. If we are to maintain a 
habitable planet, economic policy must shift to cease support for fossil fuel 
extraction and use – this shift has already begun.  

10.4 On an environmental and health basis, it urgently recommended that the 
Council make every effort to cut fossil fuel use and signal to others that they 
should cut their fossil fuel use too. In this context divestment is a small but 
necessary step we need to take to show leadership and progress our goal of 
protecting the Borough from climate breakdown.  

 

11. Equality and Diversity 

11.1 We do not know whether WYPF shifting its investments away from fossil fuel 
(circa 6.7% of portfolio) will be positive or negative in terms of returns for 
members in the short term; assuming that WYPF were to do so as a result of 
Calderdale’s request. The financial impact of any changes in investment 
portfolio would impact WYPF members in line with calculations for pensions 
payments.  
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11.2 It should be noted that the global health and pollution impact of fossil fuel is 
known and documented to fall disproportionately on poor communities and 
people of colour. This is seen time and time again - from inner city areas which 
suffer from air pollution due to diesel and petrol exhaust fumes from heavy 
traffic through to coastal fishing towns more risk of flooding and storm damage. 
Climate change impacts fall most heavily onto the shoulders of those who are 
already disempowered by structural inequality. As a point of both local and 
international equity it is important that clean energy solutions are taken up with 
urgency.  
 

12. Summary and Recommendations 

12.1.1 West Yorkshire Pension Fund has a wide portfolio of investments, 
including investments in fossil fuel and tobacco companies 

12.1.2 Up to 80% of known fossil fuel reserves need to stay in the ground to 
prevent catastrophic temperature rises. It can be argued that it does not 
makes good financial or ethical sense for WYPF to invest in companies 
which are seeking to extract unburnable oil, coal and gas. 

12.1.3 The Climate Change Cabinet Working Party proposes the following 
recommendations for adoption by the full Cabinet. 

12.1.3.1. To call upon West Yorkshire Pension Fund to disinvest in fossil 
fuels in three years or less and to invest instead in alternatives 
(such as green energy) that are expected to offer returns over the 
long term. This is in line with a Cities Race to Net Zero pledge. 

12.1.3.2. Advocate for fossil-free and sustainable finance by other investors 
and all levels of government, including by promoting the importance 
of strong, long-term climate policies and demanding greater 
transparency. 

12.1.3.3. Take all possible steps to divest Council assets from fossil fuel 
companies and increase our financial investments in climate 
solutions to help promote decent jobs and a just and green 
economy. 

 _______________________________________________________________________  
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For further information on this report, contact: 
[Click here and type your name] Sam Saxby, Regeneration & Strategy 
Telephone: 01422 2074 
E-mail: sam.saxby@calderdale.gov.uk 
 
The documents used in the preparation of this report are: 
 
1. Minutes from the March 2021 Cabinet Climate Emergency Committee 
 
 
 
The documents are available for inspection at: Halifax Town Hall 
 

 


